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CRITICAL POINTS 
 

Social and 

emotional skills are 

recognised as being as 

important as cognitive 

skills with respect to 

shaping positive life 

outcomes, and positively 

contributing to academic 

performance and 

educational outcomes. 

Social and 

emotional skills and 

cognitive skills “cross-

fertilise” and interact—

improving social and 

emotional skills 

development increases the 

speed of development, 

and gains from 

development, of cognitive 

skills. 

Social and 

emotional skills 

have significant impacts on 

health and wellbeing 

factors such as depression, 

obesity, bullying, and risky 

behaviours such as alcohol 

and substance abuse and 

violence, and life 

satisfaction generally. 

Encouraging and 

fostering the 

development of social and 

emotional skills early in a 

child’s development is an 

important way to reduce 

the effects of socio-

economic inequalities and 

to improve future 

prospects 

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATORS 
 

Focus on, and 

interventions for, 

building strong social and 

emotional skills in young 

children should start as 

early as possible whilst 

these skills are still 

malleable. Schools are an 

important context for such 

interventions. 

Schools, families 

and communities 

foster the development of 

social and emotional skills 

by promoting strong 

relationships and 

providing practical learning 

experiences—this is best 

done in partnership, and 

schools can lead the way.. 

Schools and 

educators that 

focus on the development 

of these skills have the 

potential to significantly 

improve the future 

outcomes of coming 

generations, especially 

those from disadvantaged 

backgrounds. 

 As these skills are 

recognised as 

important elements of a 

rounded education, there 

is an increasing impetus 

for schools to find effective 

ways to capture data and 

measure the progress of 

the development of these 

skills over the duration of a 

child’s education. 
 

Social and emotional skills are vital for academic success, wellbeing and social progress 

        Date / Title 

The OECD’s (2015) Skills for social progress: The power of social and emotional skills report states 

that educating for cognitive skills development alone is no longer enough.  Social and emotional 

skills such as self-esteem, perseverance and sociability are now recognised as vital requirements 

for children and young people if they are to be ready for a swiftly changing world. These skills 

significantly determine the kinds of educational, social, economic, health and wellbeing outcomes 

a person can expect to experience throughout their lifetime. Schools and educators play a central 

role in fostering the development and growth of these skills, from pre-school onwards.   
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Introduction 

Internationally we are experiencing rapid economic and 

social change. The global financial crisis, increasing 

expansion of technology and globalisation, and the 

impacts of an aging population have changed labour 

market participation patterns, requirements and access 

opportunities. All of these factors combined present a 

challenging socioeconomic future for current and future 

generations, one that is widely recognised as requiring a 

change in how we educate and prepare young people 

today.  

Although cognitive skills are fundamental, social and 

emotional skills are now identified as a vital component of 

the skillset of the whole child, enabling them to adapt and 

thrive in the face of challenges of a changing 21st century. 

Educators are well-placed to support the development of 

the whole child. 

Why develop social and emotional skills? 

We are already seeing the impact of the above factors on 

society. Youth unemployment is rising, and is a particular 

problem for those with lower levels of education. We are 

also seeing the rise of a number of health and wellbeing 

issues, such as childhood obesity, anti-social behaviours 

and declines in civic engagement. Although education is 

widely recognised as having a positive effect on these 

factors — those who are better educated generally do 

better — how we educated in the past is no longer 

sufficient.   

Education has predominantly focused on cognitive skills 

development. Cognitive skills allow people to understand, 

evaluate and problem-solve. But this singular focus is no 

longer adequate — although cognitive skills are predictive 

of success — for example, having a high impact on tertiary 

completion and labour market participation outcomes —

social and emotional skills are more widely implicated in a 

broader range of outcomes. They have positive effects not 

only on educational attainment but on life outcomes 

more generally. For example, these skills increase the 

likelihood of people being more community oriented, 

engaging in fewer risky and/or anti-social behaviours, and 

maintaining healthier lifestyles, both physically and 

psychologically. They also have a notable impact on life 

satisfaction, positive attitudes and happiness. 

Research also suggests that skills beget skills — 

developing a foundation of social emotional skills today 

will ensure that more skills can be developed in the 

future. Evidence suggests that the early development of 

these skills positively impacts not only subsequent social 

and emotional skills development, but also cognitive skills 

development — skills “cross-fertilise” (2015a, p.132). 

Those with higher levels of social and emotional skills 

development progress more quickly with cognitive skills 

development.  

Although developing these skills is a general good, some 

groups in particular may benefit. Children and 

adolescents from disadvantaged backgrounds can 

improve their long-term life prospects with respect to 

labour market and social outcomes — better grades and 

educational attainment, greater earning potential, better 

health, lower participation in crime — highlighting the 

potential of the development of these skills as a 

mechanism to help reduce inequalities. These findings 

highlight the importance of early investment in social and 

emotional skills building, particularly for the 

disadvantaged. 

What skills are important? 

The Report’s categorises social and emotional skills — also 

known as non-cognitive, soft or character skills — into 

three broad categories: achieving goals, working with 

others, and managing emotions. Within each of these 

three categories is a range of skills that play important 

functions across a wide variety of life situations, 

regardless of age. 

 

Of these, sociability, emotional stability and 

conscientiousness, which are embedded in the three 

categories above, were identified as key skills globally.  
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The capacity to achieve goals, work with others and 

manage emotions were identified as drivers of success 

over the life course.  

21st Century skills such as critical thinking and creativity 

have also been identified as important. These skills have 

both cognitive and social and emotional dimensions.  

Many real-world situations require the use of a complex 

interaction of these skills, highlighting the need to ensure 

the healthy development of both. 

It should be noted, however, that social and emotional 

skills are not necessarily good in and of themselves. The 

Report cautions that the deployment of some of these 

skills can lead to negative outcomes — for example, 

persistence is linked to misbehaviour in populations — 

and suggests that part of the value of these skills comes 

from knowing when and how to deploy them 

appropriately. 

Fostering development 

Younger is better  

Because social and emotional skills are malleable and 

open to change and growth, it is important to encourage 

their development from an early age in order to provide a 

strong foundation for further skills development along the 

life course. Research on the impact of investments in skills 

development suggests that this early investment is 

important, particularly with respect to cognitive skills. 

Social and emotional skills however, present a longer 

window for possible intervention and growth, with 

investments up until early adolescence still providing 

positive impacts and having remedial effects on earlier 

deficits. The earlier the start, the bigger the return. 

The schooling context 

The development of skills over the early life course 

highlights the importance to creating environments and 

learning situations that foster growth at various 

developmental points. Schooling contexts provide 

opportunities to engage in innovative approaches to 

curricular and extracurricular activities to encourage 

social and emotional skills development.   

School based interventions targeting social and emotional 

skills education — for example “Mindsets”, and “Tools of 

the Mind” in the US — are beginning to show positive 

impacts.  Extra-curricular activities such as sports, music 

and arts program participation, and pro-social activities 

such as civic engagement, service learning in the 

community, and classroom governance also positively 

impact the development of these skills. 

Where the introduction of specific innovations is not 

feasible, schools can make peripheral changes such as 

integrating the teaching of social and emotional skills into 

the curriculum. Other examples include teaching content 

through problem-solving exercises or project/problem-

based work, and the use of diverse forms of assessment 

that capture the skills teachers are attempting to foster. 

Interventions that present structured learning 

opportunities and scaffolding, and provide mentoring, 

have shown positive results. Successful programs also 

have a mix of practical work skills and life skills that 

suitably prepare young people for the realities of working 

life. 

Teachers have significant impacts on emotional stability, 

self-esteem and motivation through mentoring and 

facilitation. What teacher characteristics are important 

with respect to fostering this development is not clear, but 

research suggests that a teacher’s ability to grow cognitive 

skills is largely independent from their ability to foster 

social and emotional skills. This suggests that there may 

be some teacher characteristics that are more conducive 

to some skills development.  

Interpersonal interactions within the schooling context 

can also foster these skills.  Peer interactions provide 

opportunities to strengthen collaborative skills and 

abilities to negotiate and socialise. Other school context 

factors that can positively impact skills development 

include teacher pedagogical skills and teachings styles, 

and classroom and school climates. 

What should we do? 

Skills teaching in Australia 

In Australia, social and emotional skills are both an explicit 

and implicit element within the curriculum. The National 

Safe Schools Framework is mentioned as a strong 

example of policy supporting the integration of skills into 

the teaching and school environments. Specific subjects 

such as health, civics and religion also address these skills 

directly. Many Australian schools offer opportunities for 

their students to engage in extracurricular activities, such 

as volunteering and civic service.   

However, like many OECD countries, how teachers go 

about teaching social and emotional skills is generally not 

explicit. This can present another level of professional 

challenge for those teachers with less knowledge and/or 

experience of how to teach these skills. 

Australia has some provisions for assessing and reporting 

student social and emotional skills development. 
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Improving on practice  

Because social and emotional skills can be learned, 

educators have the capacity to positively influence their 

development. Successful intervention and development 

programs focusing on these skills have four core 

elements:  

1. An emphasis on “warm and supportive” 

relationships, including mentoring; 

2. “Ensuring consistency” across learning environments 

(school, home, work); 

3. Skills training for children and teachers based on 

SAFE (sequenced, active, focused, explicit) learning 

practices; 

4. The implementation of programs early — early 

childhood to adolescence — with follow ups (2015a, 

p.130).  

These core elements provide some signposts for schools 

and educators by which to evaluate their current teaching 

practices, and those they may want to adopt.    

Promoting an endorsement for a whole-of-school/whole-

of-system approach to social and emotional skills 

development will encourage and mobilise all educators to 

engage with this aspect of the curriculum, despite the 

pressures of high-stakes testing demands.   

Skills generation and development cannot effectively 

occur in siloed environments, however. Schools alone will 

not be as effective as they could be if they are not working 

collaboratively with families and communities. Because 

these environments cross-fertilise, it is important for 

schools to build relationships with families and 

communities on the basis of supporting the development 

of these skills in children and young people. Effective 

communication across contexts will help ensure 

consistency of approaches.  

It is also important for schools to provide a ‘history’ of 

skills growth and progress for students. Currently there is 

a focus on the reporting of student academic outcomes 

and capabilities, and less focus on social and emotional 

skills progress, both to parents and to teachers in 

succeeding years of a child’s education. If schools and 

families are to capitalise on the skills begets skills nature 

of skills development, then a more concerted effort at 

communicating skills development and progress across a 

student’s academic life is required.   

Although assessing social and emotional skills has been 

challenging, it is now possible to measure these skills 

within cultural and linguistic contexts. This data is 

invaluable for schools with respect to reflecting on and 

evaluating their curricular and extracurricular practices 

and improvements. Identifying the learning contexts and 

inputs that foster skills development will help not only 

schools, but also families and communities by raising 

awareness of their importance for lifetime successes, and 

providing information on how that can be supported. This 

highlights the value of capturing this data, and the need 

for schools to effectively collect, interpret, utilise and 

communicate it. 

The Research Process 

The OECD’s (2015) Skills for Social Progress: The Power of 

Social and Emotional Skills Report syntheses three years 

of research that was undertaken under the auspices of 

the Education and Social Progress (ESP) project at CERI.  

This synthesis captures literature reviews, and empirical 

analyses of data, policies and practices from OECD and 

partner countries and economies. 
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